Write Your Life Story and
| Y

Bill Barrett S b
sewood Family S%lheﬁté: LA
22 March %@;2._3

B -

o


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is my paternal grandparent’s wedding portrait from 26 November 1900 - Henry Barrett and Maud Ruth Sherwood
My experience writing family histories
I have written my own life story – 2019.
I am currently writing their life story.  
I have found several other life stories that my people have written, and, in my grandfather’s case, what has been written about him.
The best example is my maternal grandfather’s life story based on the journals he keep for more than 50 years of his life.
They shared their lives with their descendants.  
I wanted to share my life story with my descendants.  
I want to write the life stories of some of my family who never wrote their life story.
And those with whom I feel a special connection.
I am not an expert on this subject, but I have learned a few things that I will pass on to you. 
I hope to get some good ideas from you as well.
My assumption is that you have been doing genealogy for some time. 
I won’t talk about what records to look for or how to find them. 
You have enough research results to inspire you to consider writing a family history.
And you have everything you need to write your personal history in your memories.
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Your life story: 
Purpose, 
Getting Started, 
Some tips
Family history stories
Potential Options:
Full history of each parental line
Perhaps in cooperation with siblings, nieces and nephews, and/or cousins  
Individuals – those who have some special, unique, famous, or infamous stories
An ancestor to whom you have a special connection
Use any life stories you have inherited.  I have several. 
Use any special documentation you have inherited or can get from other family members or from interviews with older relatives
Purpose, 
Getting Started, 
Some tips
There will be many references cited in this class.  All of them are listed on the last few slides and on Handout 5.  
The Family History Guide sources are labeled a thru p
The Familysearch Wiki sources are numbered 1 thru 9
The Historical Context sources are labeled q thru t
Those with “*” are quotes
Those without “*” are general sources for the subject on that slide


Your Life Story


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Much of this presentation is extracted and summarized from the book: “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History” by Janice T, Dixon, PhD; published by Mount Olympus Publishing, P. O. Box 3700, Wendover, Nevada, 89883, Copyright 1997: Amazon new and used from $2.20; hard cover, $11.71
Most of the advice and recommendations you will hear are from the book author and the other resources listed on Handout 5.
If there are people in this class who have written their own or their ancestor’s life stories, please share some of your experiences - especially if you have additional or different ideas.
If there are English majors in this class, please don’t be too hard on me.  
After all, my education is in science and engineering, not in creative writing.  
Most of the advice I give in this class is from people who know more about writing than I will ever need to know.  
I have included the ideas that made the most sense to me.  I will give some examples from my experience.
I wrote my life story in 2019.
I have started to write my paternal grandfather’s life story.  
One reason I volunteered to present this class is so I could learn more about how to write a better life history.
In brief, if I can write a half-way decent life story, you probably can to.  
I will not be giving you much about the technical details of publishing your life stories.
I will site some internet references where you can find this information.


Purpose: There are Many Reasons for Writing Your Life Story

[ First, you are a witness to future generations.

(] Second, you introduce yourself to your posterity in a very real and loving way.
[ Third, you want your stories to represent you.

 Fourth, you put perspective and purpose in your life.

[ “A life lived today may not seem like real history, but it will be to future
generations.”*

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV,
89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 1, “Why Write Your History?”

FamilySearch Wiki: 1 “Writing Your Family and Personal History” and 6 “Creating A Personal History”

* “Write Your Life Story”, the fhguide item g
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Purpose: There are many reasons for writing your life story
First, you are a witness to future generations.
What you say about life is every bit as important as anyone else.  
You are your descendants’ window into the past.
The entire story of mankind has come down to us from individual voices from the past.
Second, you introduce yourself to your posterity in a very real and loving way.
You should let your children and grandchildren know what you have learned and seen.
They will not know your memories unless you tell them.
Everyone has one story to tell, their own.
It is a way of turning their hearts to you.
There is no better way of being a part of your children and grandchildren lives than writing your life story.
Third, you want your stories to represent you.
If someone else writes your story, it will not be same as you would write it.
There will be fewer mistakes.
There will be nothing about how you felt about your life and how you dealt with the issues of life – bad as well as good.
Fourth, if you write your personal history, you put perspective and purpose in your life.
You begin to understand yourself better than you ever have.
I know from my own experience that long forgotten (or maybe just hidden) memories, both good and bad, flood back into your conscious mind.
I found that the bad memories are not as bad as I feared.
I found that the return of the good memories was more than ample compensation of the transitory grief of the bad memories.  
You will have a deeper sense of who you are and what is important to you.
“In fact, our autobiographical records – rich with honesty and relatively recent memories – can be the most valuable genealogical writings we do.”



Getting Started

1 A question: How do you eat an elephant? Answer: One bite at a time.
(] Writing a life story can be a daunting task, so

(] Start easy with short writings that can be done in one sitting.

1 Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, or grammar

] Write quickly with whatever comes to mind.

 The errors can be corrected later

] Organize writing in chronological order — you can do it later in another format

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus
Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 2, “Getting Started?”
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Writing a life story can be a daunting task, so 
Start easy with short writings that can be done in one sitting.
Caption photos
Write about a keepsake
Find old calendars to evoke memories
Music can be a memory jogger
Write about your name
Write about the firsts in your life; dating, girl or boy friend, car, home, career, etc.
Famous or infamous ancestors
Whatever can jog your memory
Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, or grammar, write quickly – with whatever comes to mind - correct later.
Organize writing first in chorological order – you can do it later in another format if that makes sense to you


Gathering Background Information

1 Remember:
% Family stories need to be verified as much as possible
% Government and legal documents can contain mistakes

(] Gather everything together and organize your records

“* Find and organize all your records in a way that is meaningful to you.
Copy/scan the most important documents and photos

Keep the originals in acid-free folders or sheet protectors;

Use the copies to write from

Backup all computer files

All of this so you can easily find and protect what you need

L)

A/
‘0

L)

R/ A/ R/ A/
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0 0‘0

] Time period organization is convenient for most people:

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 3, “Gathering Background Information”
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Remember:
Family stories need to be verified as much as possible
Government and legal documents can contain mistakes
Anything humans do can contain mistakes
Gather everything together and organize your records
Find and organize in a way that is meaningful to you: vital records, census records, historical newspaper articles, written and recorded family histories, snapshots, passports, school diplomas, funeral programs, wills, obituaries, probate records, naturalization records, military records, land records, maps, etc.
Copy and scan the most important documents and photos
Keep the originals in acid-free folders or sheet protectors; 
Use the copies to write from
All of this so you can easily find and protect what you need
Time period organization is convenient for most people:
childhood
 elementary school
middle school
high school
post high school (college, employment, military, mission, Peace Corp, etc.)
marriage
starting a career
raising a family
settling in
grandparent/retirement
family background (genealogy)



Writing: Family and Birth

1 Start with “I was born ...” and go from there

(] Write about your birth

(] Online or at a library find newspapers from around the time of your birth
and add background information.

(] Write about your parents and other important people in your life

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 4, “Family and Birth”
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Write about your birth
Date and place
Circumstances surrounding your birth
Copy of birth certificate
Include baby pictures and baby book
Online or at a library find newspapers around the time of your birth and add background information
National events
Local events
Political leaders
Birthday weather
Fashions, Cars, Prices
Shows the context of the world you were born into
Write about parents and other important people in your life
How old were they at your birth?
Photos from around the time of your birth
Personality traits of your parents and others 
Who were they, and
What were they like
Heritage – your link to the past



Writing: Turning Points in Your Life

(] Start with turning points - the most important events in your life.
¢ They should be the heart of a complete history.

% No time to write a complete history?
» Write about the turning points.
» Gives you most important events.

» You can always add to it when you have the time.

(] What are turning points?
% The times when your life suddenly changed.
s Just when everything is going along fine, something comes along and forces a change.

 Can be negative or positive.

 Can be emotional and usually stressful.

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 5, “Turning points in Your Life”
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Start with the turning points - the most interesting and important events in your life.  
They should be the heart of a complete history.  
No time to write a complete history?
Write about the turning points
You will have at least covered the most important events.  
You can always finish the story when you have the time.
What are turning points?  
Simply, a life changing event.  
When everything is going along just fine and you are lulled into complacency, something comes along and forces a change.  
A major decision that changes your path
Can be negative or positive.  
Can impact the individual, plus their family, and all subsequent generations.
Can be emotional and usually stressful. 
Such as: 
Untimely deaths, 
marriage, 
deciding to have children, 
career choices, 
family moves, 
accidents, financial reverses or successes, 
finding or losing a friend, etc.  


How Do You Write About Turning Points?

 Depends on how much you remember, the age you were when it happened, and
how recently it happened.

] Emotional events only a few years old will be more difficult to write about.

[ Ideally, your story would include:

% Background - what was going on in your life when the turning point happened
* Rising action — what were the immediate events that preceded the turning point
* Describe the turning point

* Evaluate how it impacted your life

* Include any photos, documents, or newspaper articles that describe the event
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 Example: My first (bad) turning point was the deaths of my parents in an
automobile accident when I was 9 years old.

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV,
89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 5, “Turning Points in Your Life”
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Depends on how much you remember, the age you were when it happened, and how recently it happened.  
Emotional events only a few years old will be more difficult to write about.
Ideally, your story would include:
Background - what was going on in your life when the turning point happened
Rising action – what were the immediate events that preceded the turning point
Describe the turning point
Evaluate how it impacted your life
Include any photos, documents, or newspaper articles that describe the event
My first turning point was the deaths of my parents in an automobile accident when I was 9 years old.



My First (Bad) Turning Point

 Background:
¢ Nine years old, seven-year-old sister,
+* School ok, had friends,
“* Mostly ignored my parents,
+* Lived in Glendale, AZ

 Rising Action:
“* My father, with friends and family, were going into partnership to farm in Yuma, AZ.
¢ They had driven to Yuma to buy lots for homes.
** My sister and I were staying with our cousins down the block with Grandmother
¢ They were driving home when the accident happened.

dThe Event: Sunday, February 17, 1952, about 12:35am, a train / car accident
killed six family members

d Evaluation:
“* Went to live with Uncle Henry and Aunt Sybil in Glendale
“* Moved to Yuma in 1953, away from friends and family in Glendale.
*» Looking back, I saw that my sense of security was shattered.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Background: 
Nine years old, 
Seven-year-old sister, 4 older siblings out of the house
School ok, 
Had several school and church friends, 
Like any nine-year-old, I mostly ignored my parents, 
We lived in Glendale, AZ
Rising Action: 
My father, with friends and family, was going into partnership to farm in Yuma, AZ, about 200 miles from Glendale
They had driven to Yuma to buy lots for homes.  
My sister stayed with our cousins down the block with Grandmother.  Actually, down the ditch bank.  Irrigated lots with water from the Salt River.
I went home alone after I had a fight with one of my older cousins.
They were about 5 mi from home when the accident happened. 
The Event: 
Sunday, February 17, 1952, about 12:35am, a train /car accident killed six family members 
Our cousin’s parents were also killed.  There were 10 children in their family.
In the morning, a neighbor lady from the church told me what had happened when she noticed I was awake.
Evaluation: 
Went to live with Uncle Henry (my father’s brother) and Aunt Sybil in Glendale; same school, same church, 2 siblings with their families were near by
Moved to Yuma in 1953, away from friends and siblings
Looking back, I saw that my  sense of security was shattered.
I realized that my anxiety disorder started then.
It is unknowable how different my life would have been without the accident



Bring Your Story to Litfe With Compelling Details*

(1 Make the story uniquely yours and interesting by adding compelling details.

[ Correct use of details makes the difference between vivid writing and static
writing.

(] Use concrete details that are word pictures of things that can be seen and
touched.

U Describe the person, place, or thing

] After description, add a story about or an example of that person, place, or thing
(] Write about what your senses were telling you

(] Time controls: write your story as you remember it happening

[ Be concise

* “Bring Your Ancestors’ Stories to Life with Compelling Details”, the fhguide, item b

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,

Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 6, “Enhance with Details”
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Adding compelling details to your story makes it interesting and uniquely yours.  
Give the details that will enhance your story, but don’t go off the subject.
Make sure the story is going somewhere.
Correct use of details makes the difference between vivid writing and static writing.
Most of my writing experience has been with scientific and engineering reports.  
Vivid writing in technical reports is rare.  
Use concrete details are word pictures of things that can be seen and touched.
Use general words in a limited way.
Be as specific as you can.
Specifics make uninteresting writing come to life.
Describe the person, place, or thing
After description give a story or example of that person, place, or thing
Limit the use of adjectives and adverbs
Most add nothing to the meaning
Keep your writing as clean and simple as you can.
Use your senses: write about what your senses are telling you
Time controls: write your story as you remember it happening
Flashbacks can be used, but sparingly
Be concise
Professional writers use minimal words
Can have more impact by shortening your sentences
Don’t go off on tangents
Watch out for redundant words; “yellow in color”  , “big elephant”
Don’t waste words, “During the time I lived in Texas… “ is better as “When I lived in Texas...”
Summary:
The easiest way to write your story is to write it as you remember it happening.
Then go back and see what needs to be added or cut.
Don’t worry that your writing is not perfect.  Get it written. Then polish it.  Published authors write and rewrite their material and then an editor works on it.



Let Your Feelings Show

1 Don’t write a resume as your life story.
(] The stories we remember best are the emotional events.
(] Sharing emotions shows you are genuine in your writing.

(] How you felt when your mother died is more important than your high school
grade point average.

L It is difficult to describe someone without showing your personal feelings about
them.

1 You don’t have to go on and on about feelings, just state them simply. “I was
afraid.” “I loved.”

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 7, “Let Your Feelings Show?”
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Don’t write a resume as your life story.  
We remember the emotional events better than the mundane events.
Shared emotions show you are genuine in your writing.  
Don’t be afraid to show that you are human.  
I know this can be tough. 
I also know that showing emotion in my life story helped me better understand who I am, what I am, and how I got that way.
You might give an example to illustrate your feelings.
How you felt when your mother died is more important than your high school grade point average.
It is difficult to describe someone without showing your personal feelings about them.
You don’t have to go on and on about feelings, just state them simply. “I was afraid.”  
     “I loved.”


Show Your Story Instead of Telling It

d One of a writer’s basic tools is dramatization - the ability to show an event happening.
 The difference between showing the story and telling the story.

¢ Telling is narrative; factual, but not very interesting
“» Showing uses Dialogue, Descriptions, and Activities

] Set the scene

¢ People involved

¢ Place and time of action

** What is happening

** Emotion, personal dynamics

 Getting started:
* Set the scene by giving background
“* Where and when the story took place
¢ Tell about the people involved
¢ Let the people speak and move

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 8, “Show Your Story Instead of Telling It”
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One of a writer’s  basic tools is the ability to show an event happening.
Called dramatization, another word for dialogue and action.
It is the difference between showing the story and telling the story.  
Telling is narrative; factual, but not very interesting
Showing uses a variety of techniques
Dialogue: what was said, conversation or argument,
Don’t make up dialogue – that is fiction
Describe the surroundings
What were the people doing
Setting the scene
People involved		
Place and time of action
What is happening – the larger context and the immediate environment
Emotion, personal dynamics
Getting started:
Set the scene by giving background – where and when story took place
Tell the people involved 
Let the people speak and move
Keep the sentences short and to the point.  
People don’t usually speak in paragraphs.  
Sometimes a word or two is enough
You will find that your writing will become more vibrant and interesting if you show some of the times in your life instead of merely reporting them.


Other Items

 Humor:
“*Enjoy your awkward moments with others.
**You allow others to get to know you better.
**Your story will be better for the fun you have had in your life.

] Reinforce with variety:
s Achievements, positions, honors, schooling, skills, hobbies
s Pets, family traditions, friends, summer vacations
**Memories of places and people important to you
**Give a sense of history that shaped your life

 There are many ways to end your autobiography just as there are many ways to
write it.

] Make it exclusively yours.

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV,
89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapters 9, 10, and 11
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Humor:  
When you show your awkward moments, you allow others to get to know you better.  
Your story will be better for reporting the fun you have had in your life.
Variety: 
Achievements, positions, honors, schooling, skills, hobbies
Pets, family traditions, friends, summer vacations, food, interests
Memories of places and people important to you
Give a sense of the history that shaped your life
There are many ways to end your autobiography just as there are many ways to write it.
Make it exclusively yours.



Writing Your Family History

(] Most of what I have presented so far is also applicable to your families’ histories.

(] The decisions to be made are how many family lines and generations to include

\/

*¢ 3 — back to your grandparents?
4 — back to your great-grandparents?
Back as far as you can go?
OR - focusing on one or a few ancestors
» With whom you feel a special connection,
> Are special in some way,
» Are famous or infamous,
> Is the focus of a great story,
» Or is the central character of a MAJOR TURNING POINT in your family that affected all
subsequent generations

(R )
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Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus
Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 12, “Families are Important?”

FamilySearch Wiki: 2 “Preparing a Family History”, 4 “Start Family History by Writing What is Known”, 6 “What to do with the
genealogy and family history I collected”, 8 “Create a Family History”, 9 “Tips for Writing Family History Books”
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 Most of  what I have presented so far is also applicable to your families’ histories.
The decisions to be made are how many family lines and generations to include 
3 – back to your grandparents?
4 – back to your great-grandparents?
Back as far as you can go?
OR – focusing on one or a few ancestors
With whom you feel a special connection,
Are special in some way,
Are famous or infamous,
Is the focus of a great story,
Or is the central character of a  MAJOR TURNING POINT in your family that affected all subsequent generations
I am focusing on 3 family members with whom I have a special connection
A separate history book for each
Henry Barrett.  
My grandfather whose violent death was the MAJOR TURNING POINT in our family history
It is unknowable how much his descendants' lives would be different without this event.
Henry Fred Barrett.  My first cousin who was killed in WWII.  I have about 30 of his letters to my Aunt Jane and his father, my Uncle Henry.
Uncle Henry - who raised me and my little sister.
The middle name Henry is a significant emotional link between me and my grandfather, uncle, and cousin.


Why Write Your Family History?

1 You and your family are linked in many ways.

 The circumstances of their lives and the decisions made by the previous
generations directly influence us and our descendants.

(] The purpose of a family history book is to give as accurate an account of your
family as possible.

1 Your children need to know your parents, grandparents, and beyond as you
know them, not as names and places and unsmiling photographs, but as warm,
real people.

1 Your family can become closer and more unified when you search out your
family stories

] Preserving your “family narrative” is extremely beneficial to the emotional
health of families and individuals

“Tap into the Power of Your Family Stories”, the fhguide, item d
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You and your family are linked in many ways.
heritage, interests, friends, and experiences.
alike in our mannerisms, preferences in food and clothes.
similar laughs, voices, and appearances
traditional given names
Life circumstances and the decisions made by the previous generations have a direct influence on us, our children, our grandchildren, and beyond.
The purpose is to give as complete and accurate an account of a family as possible.
A family’s heritage – not simply a collection of names, dates, places, and facts.
It is a story of a person’s ancestors written to recreate a glimpse from the past.
It touches on the areas of history, religion, sociology, biography, psychology, genealogy, and creative writing.
Your children need to know your parents and grandparents and beyond, as you know them, not as names and places and unsmiling photographs, but as warm, real people.
Your family can become closer and more unified when you search out your family stories 
by asking family members what they remember, 
when you share the information you gather, 
and when you gain strength from establishing your own ties with your ancestors.
Preserving what psychologists call your “family narrative” is proving to be extremely beneficial and contributes significantly to the emotional health of families, relationships, and individuals. 
This is a very important concept explained a little better in this Family History Guide article.



How Do We Write Family History?

1 Finding all the stories and photographs is a huge task, but critical.
(] Where you start is the biggest question.

1 You start with one person, one incident, and go from there.

1 Easier if you break it up into segments.

(] Many ways to write a family history

(1 Whatever way is the most logical to you
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Finding all the stories, documents, and photographs is a huge task, but critical.
I have been working on my grandfather’s and cousin’s stories for more than 10 years gathering records, facts, and stories about him and his friends, associates, neighbors, and enemies
Where we start is the biggest question.
You start with one person, one incident and go from there.
Easier if you break it up in segments.
Many ways to write a family history
One person at a time with a personal sketch of each
Each parent and then as a couple as their lives join.
As children join the family, include their stories.
Write about the extended families as far back as your history allows
Can start with a “revered grandfather” and come forward in time, as I am doing
Or start with you and go back to the “revered grandfather”
Whatever way is the most logical to you
Genealogical or Story Telling?
Life story is not complete without some genealogical information.
If it is purely genealogical, it is a reference work – necessary and vital, but not an emotional connection to your ancestors
So, depending on your purpose, strike a balance between genealogy, story telling, and writing a successful story informing posterity about your ancestors as people.
Key to writing a successful story is to know who your readers are: near family, wider family, general community, other.


Starting Your Family History

(] Decide on a one-generational or multi-generational family history

(] Unless you are an expert in family history, start with a one-generation history
starting with your parent’s generation

[ The easiest way to start family history is to write about your parents first

L Concentrate on one person at a time

L] Take it person by person, sketch by sketch, generation by generation.

] These are more than stories — they are the heritage that establishes your identity.

L] As you search your past, you discover special qualities that reinforce your own
individuality.
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“Good writing and engaging details are both necessary ingredients for creating beloved and memorable family stories.”  RootsTech 2018 presenter Laura Hedgecock, from “Treasure Chest of Memories”    https://www.treasurechestofmemories.com/   


Interviewing and Gathering Records

] Contact elderly relatives and record/video their oral histories by interview while
you can.

(] Prepare a family history survey for family members to help with the collection
of information.

] Ask family members to help you gather information on ancestors

[ Collect written documents from family members.

[ Collect the visual records — photographs, drawings, maps, slides, videos.
 Copy, scan, and photograph everything you can and return the originals.

(] Search the internet for all these types of records and more.

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV,
89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 13, “Interviewing and Gathering Records”
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Contact elderly relatives and record/video their oral histories by interview while you can.
Respect their feelings and privacy
A family history survey for family members might help with the collection of information.
Ask family members to help you gather the information on ancestors
My brother started gathering family documents and photos more than 20 years ago
My Aunt Jane, before she died, sent me my cousin Henry Fred’s letters to her during WWII.
My nephew Val wrote the story of my grandfather’s fatal gunfight in 1903 after researching several written versions and a more complete story of his Battleground Gunfight in 1901.
Collect written documents from family members:
written histories;
vital records - birth, marriage, death, cemetery records; 
legal documents - wills, probate records; deeds, contracts, loans;
certificates; 
letters; 
newspaper clippings; 
journals; 
genealogy records; 
school records; 
church records;  
employment records; 
Collect the visual records – photographs, drawings, maps, slides, videos.
Copy, scan, and photograph everything you can and return the originals.  
Search the internet for all these types of records and more.



Set the Scene — Give Background

 “Most family histories are sterile; they don’t give any background.”*

1 In addition to the usual documents, discover the world your ancestor lived in by
finding less well-known types of records.

(] Historical newspapers, particularly small-town weeklies, are an excellent source

about the local history, society, customs, friends, associates, and neighbors

“* have a lot of “background”
“* mundane items that mention your family members by name — it sold subscriptions.

(] As you go back in time trying to recreate a history of your family, you will find
that you are less likely to judge or idealize your ancestor.

*Everett Cooley, family history librarian at the University of Utah

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 14, “Setting the Scene”
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Presentation Notes
“Most family histories are sterile; they don’t give any background.”*
In addition to the usual documents, discover the world your ancestor lived in by finding less well-known types of records.
Maps of where your people lived, city directories
Land and homestead records
Political, social, and economic conditions during your ancestor’s lives
Religious climate and the spiritual association of your family
Culture – music, theater, dancing, art, and literature
Farm or city, house, clothes, food
Transportation
Schools and vocations
Historical newspapers
As you go back in time trying to recreate a history of your family, you will find that you are less likely to judge your ancestor.
Your job is to present facts and stories and not to praise or condemn.
Historical newspapers, particularly small-town weeklies, are an excellent source about the local society and have a lot of “background” as well as the more mundane items that mention your family members by name – its sells subscriptions.
Ads 
Editorials 
National and local news
The biases, the tone, the political atmosphere, the prevailing social climate
All of these develop the background of the time and local where your ancestor lived.
Try to immerse yourself in your ancestors’ environments and minimize the temptations to either judge or idealize them.


Suggestions

(] Write an outline to help you organize your story
[ Sift out the important points
[ Include anything applicable to your ancestor

1 A timeline*, including local and national conditions and events, will help put
your ancestor’s life in perspective

 Document your sources — it is much easier now with Record Seek
1 Copy / scan photos, documents, maps, etc.
1 Work from the copied documents and photos

1 Use acid-free materials to preserve the originals

*

°_https://www.familvsearch.org/en/wiki/United States Timeline
e https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/United States History
e https://www.Americasbesthistory.com/abhtimelinel1850.htmi



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Write an outline to help you organize your story
The outline is based on the results of your searches.
You can revise the outline as you write in real time.
Sift out the important points
Include anything applicable to your ancestor
A timeline*, including local and national conditions and events, will help put your ancestor’s life in perspective
The internet links will help you with the national events
You can find state and county timelines on state and county historical websites
The timeline helps you write the history chronologically.
Helps you know the forces and conditions that affected your ancestor’s lives
Document your sources – it is much easier now with Record Seek
Copy / scan photos, documents, maps, etc.
Work from the copied documents and photos
Use acid-free materials to preserve the originals

https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/United_States_Timeline
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/United_States_Timeline
https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/United_States_History
https://www.americasbesthistory.com/abhtimeline1850.htmi

Links to Your Past

] Plug in national and local historical background into the timeline.

1 You add another dimension to your ancestors when you place your ancestors in
their historical background.

1 You give the reader more family links with which they can relate.
(] Did your ancestor help their country by military or other service?

1 Other possible links

* Country of origin
s* Family heirlooms

s Food traditions

» Business, vocation

* Religious ties

* Talents

* Education

» Family resemblance
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Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 15, “Links to Your Past”
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Plug in national and local historical background into the timeline.
You add another dimension to your ancestors when you place your ancestors in their historical background. 
You give the reader more family links with which they can relate.
Did your ancestor help their country by military or other service?
diplomatic
political
CCC
Peace Corp
Many possible links
Country of origin
Family heirlooms – Grandfather Johnson’s 50th birthday quilt
Food traditions
Business, vocation
Geographical – one place is always home, no matter how far we roam
Religious ties
Talents and interests
Education
Family resemblance


Getting to Know Your Ancestors

1 Include photographs

(1 Add newspaper clippings

] Physical description.

1 Accomplishments

J Emphasize the human qualities

(] Relationships with other people — friends, associates, neighbors, even enemies
] Family pets

] Death information

1 You want to try and walk in your ancestor’ shoes for a time

(] By the time you are finished, you will understand and appreciate the person
your ancestor really was

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 16, “Getting to Know Your Ancestors”
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One well known biographer, Archibald Bennett, says, 
“A well written family history should be brightened and enlivened with human interest by the introduction of bits of biography and character sketches of the individuals in the pedigree.  A dry catalog of mere names and dates and places is most forbidding and lifeless.  …  for all human lives are interesting, if properly delineated, fairly  pulsating with heartthrobs and romance and dramatic elements.”   Archibald Bennett, Out of the Books, Deseret Sunday School, Salt Lake City, 1940.
Include photographs; maybe a portrait pedigree chart
Add newspaper clippings
Physical description - draft cards and records sometimes have physical descriptions
Accomplishments
Emphasize the human qualities
Relationships with other people – friends, associates, neighbors, even enemies
Family pets
Health and death information
You want to try and walk in your ancestor’ shoes for a time
By the time you are finished, you will understand and appreciate the person your ancestor really was


Pulling It All Together

] The difficult part is done — you have gathered the information you need to begin
writing.

] Be accurate and as objective as you can

(] What if a cherished family story cannot be fully verified despite exhaustive
research?

[ If you use quotes, give the source and location.
(] What if you find a surprising, disturbing, or embarrassing fact?

(] In the end, only you can decide what should be included

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 17, “Pulling It All Together”
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Presentation Notes
You have researched the time and place of your ancestors, found common ties among family members, told stories of each of your progenitors, and discovered their personalities.
The material must be accurate.  
Your book may be around for decades or even centuries.  
Your ancestors and your descendants deserve the complete truth, as unbiased, and as objectively as you can write it. 
What if a cherished family story cannot be fully verified despite exhaustive research?  
Describe the extent, nature, and details of your research.
State what parts of the story cannot be independently verified.
Which of several versions is the truth?  
I have this problem with my grandfather’s story.  We have several published versions.  I plan to include the alternate versions and comment on them.  I have and will continue to talk to other family members and we will write the story that we believe is the most probable truth.  It’s our story.  We get to decide which version we believe.
You could preface the story with “According to family tradition …”  
You can include all the versions but be honest about your doubt or lack of certainty.
Just accept that some questions may never be answered.
 If you use quotes, give the source and location.
What if you find a surprising, disturbing , or embarrassing fact? 
Do you include it?
Is it relevant?
Would it make your story sound more like gossip?
Does it really matter?
After all this work, you  know more about their stories than anyone else.  Only you can decide – it’s your family.  



How You Present Your Material

[ It is a technical process as well as a creative process.

(1 Make your material easy to read by following the rules of correct grammar and
free of errors.

(] Ask someone else to check over your writing for misspelled words, awkward
sentences, punctuation problems and, in general, for technical errors.

] Often, we are so involved in what we are saying that how we say it suffers. An
outside reader will help you catch those minor errors. Make sure you say what
you intended to say.

Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 17, page 199
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This is for the English majors: 

* “The following writing rules can make a fun checklist for you.  The error is contained in each sentence.
Subjects and verbs has to agree.
 Don’t use no double negatives.
In autobiographies diaries and family histories use commas to keep lists of words apart.
Don’t mispell words.
Don’t abbrev.
Be sure you don’t any words out.
Its necessary to know to use apostrophe’s correctly.
When you write sentence fragments.
Each pronoun should agree with their antecedent.
When dangling, don’t use participles.”

This list drove my computers spell and grammar checker crazy.

* Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 17, pages 198-199




Final Thoughts

* “You have finished writing your family history.

You have spent time and energy researching, writing, and preparing your manuscript.
You have gained a greater interest in history because now it has a special meaning to you.
You have become acquainted with some very interesting people, your ancestors.

You have a better understanding of your own heritage and why it is significant to you.
Perhaps you have even clarified your own goals.

You can leave a memorable record for your descendants.

Your record tells about the lives of your people, who they were and what they
accomplished.

You have become a link between the past and the present.

Your history will help weld families closer together.”

* Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing,
Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 17, page 199
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Presentation Notes
*“A family is a very special organization.  It is the basic unit of all human life.  It is more than Biological.  It embraces the physical, mental, moral, and spiritual training of every person on earth.  Some parents ignore these obligations and the family pieces scatter and become lost.  A family history gathers up those pieces and places them where they belong.  Guard it well, for a family history is not only your past, but your future.”

* Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9; Chapter 17, page 199




Appendices

Publishing or Reproducing Your Work

Sources



Publishing or Reproducing Your Work*

U Let your family know you have written a family history. They may be willing to help subsidize
the book.

O You can write or email family members asking if they are interested in paying for a copy for §... -
determines how many copies to have printed and the type of bindings you can afford.

L Whether you photocopy, typeset, or self-publish, there are some guidelines to follow.
L Assembling your book

¢ Title page with name and date

¢ Copyright page

¢ Foreword. Optional, an introduction written by someone else

» Preface. Optional, your statement about your book; why you wrote this history
¢ Table of Contents

+* Illustrations

¢ Prologue or Introduction. The first chapter can serve as that introduction

** Body of book divided into chapters that organize the entire work

s Appendices — optional

¢ Index

*Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus
Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 24, “Publishing or Printing Your Book”




Reproducing Your Work*

] Easiest way is to photocopy and have it bound at a copy shop. Use good quality
acid-free bond paper.

U Desktop Publishing. You can achieve a printed look by using word processing or
publishing applications. Can be any size format up to 8 1/2” by 11”. You can print
at home or have a copy shop print and bind it.

U Self-Publishing. You arrange with others to print, copy photos, and bind the book.
It will be less expensive to photocopy, if you are making less than 500 copies.

U Vanity or Subsidy Publishers. You pay to have everything done by the vanity press.

[ Royalty Publishing. If you feel that your book will appeal to a wide market outside
you family, you can send your manuscript to a publisher. Family histories are a
specialty market. You get the royalties.

FamilySearch Wiki: “FamilySearch Library Donations”, “A Guide to Printing Your Family History”

*Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and Family History”, Mount Olympus
Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9 ; Chapter 24, “Publishing or Printing Your Book”
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Presentation Notes
The cheapest way to publish your book is to send family members a digital copy on a flash drive.  



Sources - 1

 Dixon, Janice T., Ph. D., “Family Focused: A Step-by-Step Guide to Writing Your Autobiography and
Family History”, Mount Olympus Publishing, Wendover, NV, 89883, 1997, ISBN 0-9656919-6-9

( FamilySearch Wiki: https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page
|Go to the FamilySearch/Search/Research Wiki - type in any of the titles in the search box.]

“*Writing Your Family and Personal History * Creating a Personal History
**Preparing a Family History *» Creating a Family History
**FamilySearch Library Donations ¢ Tips for Writing Family History Books
*»Start Family History by Writing What Is Known ¢ United States History

** A Guide to Printing Your Family History o United States Timeline

**What to do with the genealogy and family history I collected?

O 3-22-2023 Class Handouts
+¢ 1. this notes pages printout
¢ 2. Resources, “Writing Your Life Story and Theirs”, 22 March 2023, Edgewood FamilySearch Center
¢ 3. “Put Some Meat on Them Bones: Telling the Stories”, RootsTech RT1049, Rosemary Cantrell, the fhg, item p
¢ 4. “Writing and Publishing a Family History”, Darcey Brock, Joan Guckenberger, and Eileen Lund-Johnson,
St. Croix Genealogical Society, 21 November 2019


https://www.familysearch.org/en/wiki/Main_Page

Sources - 2

(d The Family History Guide: https://www.thefhguide.com/vault.html
“*Click on Vault

+*Scroll down to Section 14.

“*Legend: AA=AmericanAncestors | AC=Ancestry | AF=Ancestral Findings |
AJC=AmyJohnsonCrow | AR=Archives.com | BOU=Boundless Genealogy |
FE=FamilyEducation | FHD=FamilyHistoryDaily | FHF=FamilyHistoryFanatics | FL=Family
Locket | FS=FamilySearch | FTM=FamilyTreeMagazine | GE=GenealogyExplained |
GI=GenealogyInTime | GM=GenealogyMagazine.com | GTV=GenealogyTV |
LDS=LDSGenealogy.com (non-denominational) | LT=Legacy Family Tree | MH=MyHeritage
| OT=0live Tree Genealogy | PR=PriceGenealogy | PZ=Puzzilla.org | RIV=Riverton
FamilySearch Library | RT=RootsTech Blog site | TH=Thoughtco.com | WDY=WhoDo
YouThinkYouAre

“*Section 14. Stories
» Main
» Storytelling
> See next 3 pages for titles of videos and articles A=ARTICLE V =VIDEO


https://www.thefhguide.com/vault.html

Write Your Life Story and Theirs

Sources - 3

22 March 2023

] 14. Stories:
+*V RT: Getting Prepared to Write Your Story (32:52) - 2022
<V FS: Why Family Historians Need to Tell Family History Stories (19:10) - 2021

*V RT: Collecting Family Stories (5:19) - 2021

*V RT: Documenting Underrepresented Family Stories (21:07) - 2021

+»V RT: How to Write Your Life Story in 5 Pages or Less (58:28) - 2017

A FS: 10 Steps to Writing an Engaging Family History - 2019

A FS: Flesh Out Your Family History Stories with Historical Context - 2018
A FS: Places to Look for Engaging Details about Your Ancestors - 2018

*A RT: Bring Your Ancestors' Stories to Life with Compelling Details - 2018

32


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dh5r6G3xlu4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdcXs6Y9qbw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pDL8jqu28VI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0C53RwQK_5I
https://www.familysearch.org/rootstech/session/how-to-write-your-life-story-in-5-pages-or-less-alison-taylor?lang=eng
https://familysearch.org/blog/en/10-steps-writing-engaging-family-history/
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/improve-your-family-history-story-with-details%20-%202018
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/doing-family-history-research-for-storytelling
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/bring-your-ancestors-stories-to-life-with-compelling-details

Write Your Life Story and Theirs

Sources - 4

22 March 2023

A FS: 10 Apps for Capturing and Sharing Your Family's Story - 2017
A FS: Tap into the Power of Your Family Stories - 2017

A AR: Six More Ways to Find Your Family History Muse - 2013

*A AR: Plot Like a Pro: Three Simple Steps to Creating a Compelling Family History
Narrative - 2013

*A AR: Write Your Life Story - 2012

*A AR: Writing the Story of Stories - 2012

A AR: Why We Don't Write, and How We Can - 2012
A LDS: Going Beyond Just Names and Dates

A FTM: 16 Things to Write Down about Yourself
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https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/10-apps-for-capturing-and-sharing-your-familys-story
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/tap-into-the-power-of-your-family-stories
https://www.archives.com/experts/alzo-lisa/six-more-ways-to-find-your-family-history-muse.html
https://www.archives.com/experts/alzo-lisa/plot-like-a-pro-three-simple-steps-to-creating-a-compelling-family-his.html
https://www.archives.com/experts/alzo-lisa/plot-like-a-pro-three-simple-steps-to-creating-a-compelling-family-his.html
https://www.archives.com/experts/morton-sunny-mcclellan/write-your-life-story.html
https://www.archives.com/experts/liberty-lou/family-history-stories.html
https://www.archives.com/experts/henderson-harold/genealogy-writing-tips.html
http://ldsgenealogy.com/Going-Beyond-Just-Names-and-Dates.htm
https://www.familytreemagazine.com/articles/news-blogs/genealogy_insider/16-things-to-write-down-about-yourself-for-posterity/

Write Your Life Story and Theirs

Sources - 5

22 March 2023

(] Storytelling
+V RT: How to Find Your Story in the Facts (49:23) - 2022
*V RT: The Power of Storytelling (20:23) - 2022
*V RT: Capturing Family Sayings (3:10) - 2021
*V AC: Telling Your Family Stories (25:00) - 2013
“*A Writing an Ancestor Short Biography - 2022
*A RT: 3 Tips to Make You a Great Storyteller - 2017
+A RT: 7 Fantastic Storytelling Tools and Apps - 2017
A FHD: How to Preserve Your Own Life Story, and Why You Should

*A FS: Put Some Meat on Them Bones: Telling the Stories
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dahQdmorPPY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SRxe68lO-Rw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b6XJQMEHKFo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=URPFm8sIe-4
http://www.genealogyatheart.com/?p=2185
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/3-tips-to-make-you-a-great-storyteller
https://www.familysearch.org/en/blog/7-fantastic-storytelling-tools-and-apps
https://familyhistorydaily.com/genealogy-help-and-how-to/preserve-your-own-life-story/
https://content.ldschurch.org/family-history/bc/rootstech/salt-lake/2019-conference-syllabi/RT1049_Put_Some_Meat_on_Them_Bones_Telling_the_Stories.pdf
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